QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF MAJOR VERTEBRATE FAUNA FROM WARDHA RIVER 
BASIN (MAHARASHTRA STATE)’ 


M.S. PRADHAN? 


(With four text-figures) 


In view of the proposed coal mining expansion programme in Wardha river basin in Maharashtra 
State, faunal studies of the river basin were undertaken. An inventory of 392 vertebrate species 
has been reported along with the status of their current occurrence in the basin. 14 species appear 
to have become locally extinct/rare/endangered, while 48 are facing the danger of extinction due 
to progressive degradation of natural habitat in the name of development. 


INTRODUCTION 


In response to the request received from the 
Chairman, Advanced Environmental Management 
Group set up by the Ministry of Coal, Govt. of India, 
studies on the occurrence of major vertebrate species 
from Wardha river basin in Maharashtra State was 
undertaken in 1988. Wardha river basin is vitally 
important due to its location in the mineral beit of the 
Deccan Plateau, especially in the coal belt. The basin 
accounts for almost the entire amount of coal produced 
in the state. The status of the important vertebrate 
species reported in the past from this region was the 
initial aim. However, considering (he importance of 
the mineral and faunal wealth of the river valley, the 
scope of the studies was broadened. The present article 
is based on the report submitted to the Chairman of 
the AEM group. 


OBJECTIVE 


The main objective wasto prepare a document 
on the current status of the major vertebrate species 
reported in the past from Wardha river basin in the 
Vidarbha region (Maharashtra State). To achieve 
this aim, it was first essential to prepare a 
consolidated faunal inventory from the available 
past records. For this purpose, group-wise literature 
was consulted, the details of which have been given 
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under “VERTEBRATE FAUNA — PAST AND PRESENT." 
Finally, it was also felt necessary to refer to the latest 
bibliography, undertake survey for sighting records 
and consult various experts and local authorities 
before reporting on the current status of the species 
mentioned in the faunal inventory. 


LOCATION AND AREA 


The Wardha river basin in the Vidarbha 
region of Maharashtra State lies between 78° & 79° 
E longitudes and 20° & 22° N latitudes at an average 
altitude of about 200 m. above msl. It cuts the state 
in north-south direction (Fig. 1) passing through 
atleast five districts, namely, Amravati, Nagpur, 
Wardha, Yavatmal and Chandrapur. Wardha river, 
a sub-tributary of Godavari river, covers a distance 
of about 300 km southwards after its origin on Betul 
plateau in Madhya Pradesh and meets Wainganga 
river to form Pranhita which, in turn, ultimately 
meets the Godavari river near Sironcha in 
Chandrapur district. 


SURVEYS 


Rapid surveys were undertaken at selected 
places of faunal importance along the entire course 
of the Wardha river. The major centres of the surveys 
are shown in Fig 2. Such surveys were conducted 
in a span of two years (1988, 1989) with the help of 
the authorities from Western Coalfield Ltd., Nagpur 
and officials from Forest Offices at Amravati, 
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Yavatmal, Chandrapur and Gadchiroli. Scientists 
from Punjabrao Krishi Vidyapeeth, Akola and 
District Fisheries Office at Chandrapur were also 
consulted for information on fishes. 


W ARDHA RIVER BASIN 
General: The most important tributary-basin 
that forms a part of the larger Godavari river system 


is of Wardha and Wainganga rivers in eastern 
Maharashtra. Wardha river emerges from the 
southern slopes of Satpura ranges, more specifically 
from Betul plateau, east of Multai (78° E longitude) 
in Madhya Pradesh. The river takes a long and 
tortuous course along the Satpura Hills. The Wardha 
river basin runs in south-easterly direction (Fig. 1) 
and has undulating plains of fertile soil in its 
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Fig. 1. Course of Wardha river and existing forest cover (in percentage) in Eastern part of Maharashtra state 
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neighbourhood. The course is quite zigzag after the 
origin and forms the border for atleast five districts 
of Maharashtra State. While the upper Wardha plain 
is an agricultural country, the lower part of the basin 
has the distinction of having the only coal-belt of 
the State and a considerable forest area with fairly 
rich wildlife. 

The river, after descending from the Satpura 
ranges, passes along Ashti Forest Range in Wardha 
Dist. and flows on plains along Ajanta range in 
Yavatmal Dist. Later, the river course traverses rich 
coalfield areas near Rajur, Wani and Ghugus in 
Yavatmal Dist. and Warora, Ballarpur and Rajura 
in Chandrapur Dist. (Fig. 2). The confluence of the 
Wardha and Wainganga rivers in Gadchiroli Dist. 
is known as Pranhiia river which ultimately meets 
the Godavari near Sironcha on the Maharashtra- 
Andhra Pradesh border. 

Ciimate: The overall climate of the region is 
dry and extreme. It belongs to the tropical savannah 
type. The average minimum temperature is around 
15°C in winter, while the highest temperature goes 
upto 45°C in summer in the areas around the 
thermal power station at Durgapur. However, 
summer evenings are cooler. 

The eastern part of Maharashtra receives rains 
from the southwest as well as northeast monsoons. 
Obviously, the annual rainfall in Chandrapur Dist. 
(1000-2000 mm), is more than in Yavatmal Dist. 
(400-1000 mm). On an average, the iwo districts 
have 50-75 rainy days in a year. 

Soil: The river valley has black and red soil. 
Upper Wardha valley has the agriculturally rich and 
fertile black cotton soil, whereas the lower basin is 
very rich in coal deposits, and also in minerals like 
manganese, iron, copper, etc. The coal deposits are 
mostly concentrated in Chandrapur and Yavatmal 


districts (Dikshit, 1985). 


Mining activities: Large scale coal mining 
is already in progress in areas like Ghugus, Manjari, 
Durgapur and Ballarpur (Ballarshah). Fig. 2 shows 
encircled areas which include various existing and 
proposed coalfield projects (open cast mines) in 
Wardha river valley. The figure also shows that the 


mining activities extend over the dense forest cover 


in the two districts which form excellent habitat for 
rich and varied wildlife. The major drawback of the 
open cast coal mining system is that it destroys not 
only the habitat from where the coal is mined out 
but it also affects the adjacent habitats where the 
waste is dumped. 

Sanctuary, National Park and Game 
Reserve: The lower Wardha river basin and its 
adiacent environs form such a wonderful habitat for 
wildlife that most of it has been reserved for the 
protection of vulnerable species like tiger, four- 
horned antelope, flying squirrel, ratel, gaur, sloth 
bear, lesser florican, python, etc. Tadoba National 
Park with an area of 117 sq. km is within 15 km of 
Chandrapur city and only a few km away from the 
Durgapur Thermal Power Station. All along the 
eastern side of the Chandrapur-Ballarpur belt, the 
newly formed Andhari Sanctuary with an area of 
about 520 sq. km is spread in the northsouth 
direction (Fig 2). The Tippeshwar Game Reserve 
with an area of about 225 sq. km is situated about 
50-60 km away on the western side of Wani town. 

Forest cover: Parts of eastern Maharashtra 
with existing forest cover (in percentage range) have 
been depicted in Fig 1. The forest in the Wardha 
river basin in Chandrapur and Yavatmal districts 
alone accounts for 30-35% of the entire state forest. 
The forest, mixed and dense, mostly belongs to 
Southern Tropical Dry Deciduous type (Champion 
and Seth, 1968) in the region where rainfail is less 
than 1000 mm, whereas it is Moist Deciduous type 
(Champion and Seth, 1968) in the rainfall zone of 
1500-2000 mm. There is an abundant growth of wild 
bamboo species (Dendrocalamus strictus) at a 
number of places. Dominant plant species are teak 
(Tectona grandis), ain (Terminalia tomentosa), arjun 
(Terminalia arjuna), dhavada (Anogeissus latifolia), 
sal (Shorea robusta), shisham (Dalberegia latifolia), 
tendu (Diospyros melanoxylon), haldu (Adina 
cordifolia) etc. Cotton, rice and jowar are the 
predominant crops grown in this region. 


VERTEBRATE MAUNA — PAST AND PRESENT 


As stated earlier, the region exhibits a very 
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Fig. 2 Parts of Yavatmal and Chandrapur district showing Wardha river valley coalfield and forest areas. 
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rich faunal diversity in vertebrate species (Fig 3). 
With only a few exceptions like wild buffalo and 
swamp deer, most of them are still found to be freely 
moving in the forested areas due to the continuity 
in forest cover from north to south in Chandrapur 
and Gadchiroli districts. About 55 out of 355 species 
reported in the past from Wardha river basin appear 
to have been threatened with locai extinction. 

Appendix II gives a complete account of the 
current status of major vertebrate species reported 
from Wardha river basin in the past. The 
comparative account of the specific status was 
prepared by referring to the available bibliography. 
Some of them are: Fauna Gazetteer for Maharashtra 
State Anon. (1974); Pocock (1939, 1941); Ellerman 
and Morrison-Scott (1951); Brander (1982); Prater 
(1980); Ali (1961); Khajuria and Ghosal (1981); 
Daniel (1983); Anon. (1986); Brosset (1962); 
Murthy (1985); Chitampalli (1980); Divekar et al. 
(1983); Ripley (1961); Inger and Dutta (1987); 
Kulkarni (1975); Pradhan (1978); Talwar and 
Jhingran (1991); Talwar (1991). Field trips for actual 
sightings and detailed discussions with experts 1n 
relevant subjects and also with the local authorities 
proved to be extremely useful at the time of 
compiling the data on faunal status. Faunal 
inventory prepared during the current studies was 
shown to the experts on various groups for updating 
the information. The following is the group-wise 
list of experts consulted: 


1. Mammalia M.S. Pradhan 


2. Aves M. Chitampalli, Ex-Dy. Director. 
Melghat Tiger Project, 
Paratwada and Shri Ramanand, 
A.C.F., Chandrapur. 

3. Reptilia M.S. Pradhan, with the help of forest 
Amphibia authorities and after 
consulting available bibliography. 


M.S. Pradhan, K.B. Dabhade, 
Asso. Prof., P.K.V. Akola and 
Experts from Dist. Fish Office, 
Chandrapur. 


4. Pisces 


Species under Wildlife Act (Amend. 1991) 
Schedule: As per the Wildlife Act, 51 vertebrate 
species mentioned in the Appendix-II belong to 
Schedule I and Part II of Schedule II (Fig. 4). These 
species are endangered and locally threatened with 
extinction. Out of the 235 scheduled vertebrate 
species, 57 are mammalian, 160 are avian and 18 
are reptilian and amphibian species. Besides these, 
11 fish species have also been treated as threatened 
Talwar (1991). 


OBSERVATIONS BASED ON CURRENT STUDIES 


Appendix I gives group-wise record of 
vertebrate species from Wardha river basin, while 
Appendix II gives a detailed inventory of 392 species 
belonging to five vertebrate classes. Out of these, 
14 species are locally extinct/rare/endangered 
(Appendix III) and 58 are facing the danger of local 
extinction from degradation of the natural habitat. 
The target groups are mammals and birds (Fig. 4). 
Wild buffalo and swamp deer have already 
disappeared from Chandrapur district due to 
increased industrial activities and disturbances on 
a large scale. Sensitive species: like tiger, giant 
squirrel, flying squirrel, sloth bear, ratel, four horned 
antelope, python etc. are also known to inhabit the 
dense forested areas of the district and adjoining 
areas. Destruction of natural habitats on a large scale 
threatens the lesser known species also, like the 
Narmada rat, lesser florican, falcon, owlet, monitor 
lizard, mifescent burrowing frog, humped feather- 
back fish, chameleon fish and a few more which 
form part of the food chain. Any damage to such a 
fragile ecosystem will result in irreparable loss and 
affect the survival of sensitive species in the region. 

Fig. 2 shows the areas where mining activities 
are already in progress. If these developments are 
extended further deep inside Moharli, Junana and 
Rajura reserved forests, they may damage the habitat 
and restrict the movement of wildlife in Chandrapur 
district. Rajura reserved forest forms a bottleneck 
between Junana and Manikgadh forests. If this 
region is protected it will help in establishing a 
corridor for free movement of the wildlife. 
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i. Appendix I clearly shows that 14 out of 
392 vertebrate species reported from Wardha river 
basin have either become locally extinct or rare due 
to degradation of natural habitats at a number of 
places. These are listed in Appendix III. 

2. Wildlife in the region is represented by some 
of the most sensitive species like tiger, giant squirrel, 
flying squirrel, sloch bear, ratel, gaur, four horned 
antelope, lesser florican, sarus crane and flamingo. 
Four horned antelope was sighted in the forest, 2 km 
away from Durgapur Therma! Power Station. 

3. About 32 vertebrate species belonging to 
Schedule I of ihe amended Wildlife Act (1986 & 
1991) are still known to occur in Wardha river basin. 

4. In all, 58 species (those species which are 


threatened and endangered categories of IUCN in 
Appendix II) are facing the danger of local 
extinction and need protection for their immediate 
conservation. 

5. Wardha river, being a part of the Godavari 
river basin, possesses very good ichthyofauna. 
However, seven species of fish have also been 
considered as threatened species. 

6. Survival of the nearly extinct, rare or 
endangered species is seriously threatened due to 
over-exploitaüon of the natural habitats from all 
sides of the entire river basin. If the present 
downward trend in the abundance of vertebrate 
species continues it will affect the local food chain 
and ultimately impair biodiversity and in turn the 
gene pool of the region. 
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Fig. 4. Graph showing wildlife schedule-wise distribution of major vertebrate species. 


7. The practice of open cast mining should not 
be encouraged further, as it will definitely cause long 
lasting damage to the natural habitats and will also 
be detrimental to the arboreal, terrestrial and 
subterrestrial fauna. Besides, regeneration is a very 
slow process and does not guarantee restoration of 
the original biodiversity. Hence, it is time to work 
out an alternative to open cast mining if one really 
wants to stop the onslaught on the environment. 

8. Considering the richness of the natural 
resources in physical, mineral and biological 
components of Wardha river basin, one expects that 
it is possible to plan its sustainable development for 
the human race without impairing the total gene pool. 

9. Further studies can be concentrated on the 
relative abundance and population status of selected 
species, particularly threatened ones reported in the 


present inventory. This may help in the restoration 
of some of the species in the undisturbed habitats of 
this region. 

10. One national park (Tadoba National Park), 
one wildlife sanctuary (Andhari Sanctuary) and one 
game reserve (Tippeshwar) are situated in the close 
vicinity of the coal belt (Fig. 2). Converiing 
Tippeshwar Game Reserve into a sanctuary under 
the amended Wildlife Act (1991), so that more 
undisturbed area is available to the wildlife for its 
propagation, is strongly suggested. 

11. If Rajura reserved forest and its adjoining 
areas are afforded proper protection, a corridor 
between Junana and Manikgadh forests will be 
established for the free movement of wildlife. 

12. Finally, it is imperative on our part to adopt 
stringent conservation measures in the Wardha- 
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 Wainganga tributary basin to check over-exploitation 
of the available natural resources in the name of 
development. 
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Appendix I 
STATUS OF MAJOR VERTEBRATE SPECIES FROM 
WARDHA RIVER BASIN 
Sl. No. Name of Group Past Present Noof spp. 
Record Record locally 
extinct or 
rare 

l. Mammalia 64 62 2 
2: Aves 193 188 Š 
3. Reptilia 52 49 3 
4. Amphibia 11 10 l 
s Pisces 72 70 2 
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